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ABSTRACT 

On the premise that it is important to exaimine 
parental attitudes as children enter the middle grades since it is at 
this point that decision shaping studentc' subsequent course taking 
patterns are made, this study examined the degree to which parents 
were involved in the assignment of their children to mathematics 
courses in the seventh grade. Two adjacent suburban school districts 
having similar demographics but different policies on track placement 
were chosen for the study. Data indicating parental social class, 
educational level, and involvement in their children's education were 
collected by using scales and interviews. There was a high 
correlation between the parents" educational level and student 
placement in mathematics ability groups in the sixth and seventh 
grade. Students in the lowest level were significantly more likely 
than students in the other two levels to be living in a single parent 
family. Parental knowledge about the tracking system, parental 
integration into school affairs and informal parental networks, 
parental intervention in children "s education, and parental influence 
over children's math course choices. (YP) 
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This study examines the degree to which parents are involved in the 
assignmert of their children to mathematics courses in the seventh grade 
This is a. key decision point in U.S. children's school careers in 
mathematics because it determines whether they are admitted to the "fast 
track" which leads to algebra in the eighth grade and calculus (or another 
fifth year math course) in the twelfth grade, or placed in' "regular" college 
preparatory math, a repititious, arithmetic-driven curriculum in the middle 
grades, or a remedial track. Rubinson (1986; has noted that, compared with 
other countries, there is no one point in U.S. students' academic careers 
which determines their eventual scholastic attainment. Instead, there are a 
number of times in students' progression through the education system when 
choices about curricular placement and programs have to be made. Successful 
negotiation of the system, therefore, requires "active parental management" 
of children's schooling (Baker and Stevenson, 1986). The transition to 
seventh grade mathematics is one of those critical points that requires 
parents in the U.S. public schools to be knowledgeable and involved. 

The research examining family and school connections has focused on 
parental involvement in children's cognitive development, school-based 
volunteer work and activities, parent- teacher communication, and school 
governance (Litwack and Meyer, 19.4; Heyns, 1978; Lightfoot, 1978; 
Marjoribanks, 1979; Moles, 1982, 1987; Becker and Epstein, 1982; Clark, 
1983; Scott- Jones, 1984; Epstein, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988; Dombusch et al , 
1987; Lareau, 1987, 1989; Swap, 1987; Epstein and Dauber, 1988; Mill^ ii^d 
Casserly, 1988; Dauber and Epstein, 1989), but there has been very little 
examination of parental influence over children's assignment to courses and 
ability groups. 

Yet we know from recent studies that track placement and coursetaking 
especially at the middle and secondary grades, play a major role in 
determining children's academic achievement. Gamoran (1987) has 
demonstrated that the divergent coursetaking patterns of students in 
different tracks at the high school level explain much of the association 
between track placement and achievement, especially in mathenatics. 
Further, he shows that social class differences in achievement are largely 
explained by students' track placement and related coursetaking sequences. 
Not surprisingly, those who take advanced math and science courses have 
significantly higher mathematics achievement scores than those who do not. 
even when parents' socioeconomic status is ^aken into account. Other 
studies have shown that average ability Sv nts from high social class 
homes are more likely to be pushed up in tne tracking system, partly because 
of their parents' explicit efforts to insure the assignment of their 
children to more advanced ability levels and ooursework (Baker and 
Stevenson, 1986; Lareau, 1987, 1989; Vanfossen, Jone.^ and Spade, 1987). On 
the 3ther hand, high performing students from the lowest socioeconomic 
quartile have only about a 50 percent chance of being placed in the academic 
track in high school (Vanfossen, Jones, and Spade, 1987). 
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Well educated U.S. parents are much more likely than less educated 
parents to intervene in a lengthy series of small but crucial ways to 
improve their children's educational opportunities, indeed the work of 
Lareau (1987, 1989) and Baker and Stevenson (1986) and Stevenson and Baker 
(1987) shows that the impact of social class on achievement is largely 
mediated by such parental involvement. Highly educated parents have a 
greater propensity to employ a variety of strategies to insure that their 
children are placed in more demanding classes. Data from High School and 
Beyond demonstrate that students are more likely to gain in mathematics 
achievement in high school if their parents are actively involved in course 
selection (Ekstrom, Goertz, and Rock, 1988). Where curriculum choice 
abounds, as it does in U.S. public schools, parental knowledge of and 
involvement in course placement becomes more consequential, a phenomenoi* 
which has the effect of widening class differences (Schafer and Olexa, 1971; 
Cusick, 1983; Powell, Farrar, and .Cohen, 1983; Lee and Ekstrom, 1987). 
Catholic and other private schools have succeeded in reducing the connection 
between social class and achievement in part because they more frequently 
assign students to academically demanding courses reqardless of family 
backgrotffid and prior achievement (Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore, 1982; 
Hoffer, Greeley and Coleman, 1985; Lee and Bryk, 1988, 1989). 

Lareau (1987, 1989) has drawn on and expanded Bordieu's concept of 
"cultural capital" (Bordieu, 1977a, 1977b, Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) in 
explaining how more affluent and educated parents are able to pass on their 
social class status to their children in the early grades. This '"capital," 
argues Lareau (1989), includes their "educational competence, their social 
confidence, the information they [have] about their children's schooling, 
theii conception of parents' proper role in education, and their children's 
classroom performance." (p. 145) The array of financial resources, practical 
knowledge about schooling, and int->rpersonal skills possessed by these 
parents enables them to be far more proficient in "customizing" their 
children's education in order to maximize mobility and achievement in the 
educational system. In particular, well-educated parents are much more 
likely to be knowledgeable about the schooling process and their own child's 
performance, to be active in school affairs and integrated into informal 
networks of information, and to feel comfortable about intervening at the 
school site to maximize their children's learning. Lareau found that not 
all upper-middle class parents "activate" their "cultural capital" but they 
are far more likely than working class parents to know what is going on in 
their children's classes and to intervene in the school setting when 
necessary. 

This investigation takes Lareau 's perspective and applies it to an older 
group, children in the middle grades, and to a particular educational 
decision point, the placement in an ability track in mathematics. It is 
important to examine parental attitudes and behavior as children enter the 
middle grades because it is at this point that important curriculum 
decisions are made that shape students' subsequent coursetaking patterns. 
This is especially true in mathematics where course content among ability 
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groups becomes sharply differentiated beginning in the seveT,^h ar-.^. 
very hara to move up to a higher level of diff icultv Th^ n,«T,^ i ^ f J ' 

Mxddle grades students who are in accelerated math and are takinfa foreign 
language are far more likely to be labeled by school personnel 2 hieMv^ 
^d pursue'^ li^ifi -^f-tially higher on^heir SaL in secondaJJ'scJool . 
ana pursue a significantly more rigorous high school program than tLlr 

SioriS'o? State department of Educa'tioT" 86) J^e great 

SiticSed ITti^f ? ^ encounter a curriculum that has been widely 
^tollZ'i::^^^^^^^^ ~ of elLentary 

Who are introduced L^^^.TL ^^l.^t^ls'^^^^^^^^ 
to move on to academic math courses in high school (Moses etali?8Q^ 
Ruopp and Driscoll. 1989). Students placed in the remediafcffe^e te!d to 
fall further and further behind their classmates who are at grade level 



less likely to understand course content and the implicati;ns of course 
choices than was the case in elementary school. This " especiallv t^. 
parents who did not complete high school or who r^el took advLeJ 

Seer in" "^'^ ^'^^^^^ °" - to colSge (Karp 

1966). Moreover, parents now must deal with a much more impersonal 
b^eaucratxc setting as their children leave elementary sc^o^ 
Understandxng of and involvement in the course select^^n'Lcess becomes 

S^^^*^^^ self-confidence, more adept and assertive 
negotiation skills, more aggressive information-gathering and more 
sophisticated intervention strategies. ermg, and more 

non.-rJ^i\f hypothesizes that highly educated parents, drawing on the 

uLly thai\!ss ed """''"^'^ ^° si^^ificanti; moL 

cour^Ln^w ^ducated parents to manage the transition tn middle grades 
coursework in mathematics effectively. These oarents r^^^Ji^l t 
.ore skilled at keeping their childrL o^tTf l^lTolXT.^t grou^ 
and at the other end of the tracking continuum, having them assigned to 
accelerated math levels. It is argued, following LareL (1987 19?9) 
Baker and Stevenson (1986) and Stevenson and Bakfr (1987) tha^ this kind n€ 
aronitoring and shaping of children's "educational careers" ^eavijy ^ 
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influences their learning opportunities and achievement and thus helps 
explain the transmission of social class standing from one generation to the 
next. 



Research Methods 

Two adjacent suburban school districts in the Boston area were chosen 
for this study. Although the two districts were similar demographically , 
the philosophy and policies on track placement for seventh grade differed 
dramatically between the two districts, resulting in much higher calculus 
enrollments among twelfth graders in one of the two districts. They were 
chosen for study because of this difference, (See Useem, 1990, for a 
discussion about variations among school districts in placement policies.) 
In District A, I inter'^iewed 43 mothers and 2 single-parent fathers (who had 
custody of their children) of seventh graders during November and December, 
1988. Mothers were selected for this study (in both toxins) because prior 
research had demonstrated that they are more directly and consistently 
involved in their children's education than fathers (Youniss and Smollar, 
1985; Epstein, 1986; Lareau, 1989). Fathers and children sat in on some of 
the interviews and contributed their opinions. 

The schools supplied class lists with the ability level of each class 
clearly identified. The parent sample was randomly selected from student 
class lists and was stratified so that 15 parents from each of the three 
ability groups was selected. Eighty*seven percent of the parents who were 
contacted participated in the study; response rates did not vary by 
children's ability group, mainly because I was able to contact parents 
directly. These structured interviews, averaging about 45 minutes, took 
place in the homes or workplaces of 40 of the 45 respondents with the rest 
being conducted over the telephone. 

In District B, parents of sixth graders were interviewed at the end of 
the sixth grade year (June and July, 1989). In this district, where parents 
had to give prior approval to participate in the study before I contacted 
them, 41 mothers (of 43 students) out of the 73 contacted agreed to 
participate, a response rate of 56 percent. In this case, response rates 
varied significantly by the mathematics ability group of the student: 
nearly all (87 percent) of the mothers of children in the accelerated group 
responded vhile only 42 percent of the middle group mothers and 44 percent 
of the mothers whose children were in the lowest group responded. Twenty- 
six of the interviews were conducted in parents' homes and 15 took place 
over the telephone. 

Two scales were devised in conducting the analysis of the responses of 
the 86 parents in the sample. Parental social class was based on self- 
reported educational levels, the dimension of social class that best 
predicts student achievement (Heyns, 1978). An additive scale combining the 
educational levels of both parents (Parental Education Index) was 
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^Hm! w ? "^^^ measuring parents' involvement in their children's 

education was also created (Parental Involvement in Education Scale) 
Parents were ranked as either "high" "medium" or "low" oJfoSr different 
S^r'jn/^ involvement: 1) knowledge about the math trfcMng sy'S and 

.S^^'^''^"^ P^^''^ 2) integration into school volunteer 

^^or^^':/? i"°l"ding P?A. and/or into infoW parental 

^SS in tS ^^^^^^ ^^-e- -l^-^^ng at'school 

events, in the neighborhood, at sports events, at church or temole at 

°" telephone); 3) interveAtion on behalf Son^ or more 
of their children with teachers, counsellors, or administrators ^n orde- to 
:v:?th:L"c"?" " particular educational experience^nd" )^nfltn 

^ preferences for math coursework or ability 

levels in the middle grades and in high school. Ti.e overall PareSaf 
Involvement in Education scale was created with scores ranging fromJ to 12 

high ) for each of the four dimensions of involvement. 

2}e Abilit/ Group Placement Process 

^1° "1?°°^^ ""'^^ study were similar in many respects although the 

District B iL ;''-HHr' V";^'" ^'^^ ^^'^"^^ ' -^^l- the one in 

District B was a middle school (grades 6-8). Both served students who were 

largely from middle and upper-middle class white families. BotS 'c^ooll 

were highly regarded by parents for their experienced and quaUfi;d 

teachers well-disciplined atmospheres, high student test scores and 

hS%SSted n-ds- Administrators in botS schools 

S»H ? ^ ^Jn^^^y grouping in nearly all subjects and had organized 
t^ttT '""^^^"^ °^ ^1"^*^^" students shared a group of 

SterS ^^ '"'f ""'^ ^^°"> ""^^t traditional 

criteria, these were "good schools." 

Like most other U.S. schools, math tracking began in earnest in the 

iTXiiV: iiri"^: ^^^^^^^^^ ^^-^-^ t^t'jrack" 

in ^h^!?^^^^; r Jf^^^ ''""^^^ seventh grade leading to algebra 

in the eighth grade. Admission to this group in District A was restricted 
d^o'nS ^ "exceptional ability"'in mathematics and T^trance to it 

depended heavily on test scores (on a district te..t and a national 
standardized test where they needed a score in the top 98th or ??th 

a resuL ^''^^^^ ^"'^^ teacher's recolendation As 

a result, 25 percent of the seventh graders (one-fourth of them admitted 

lZTn\ " TT'v^ "override" of the school's placement recommendation) 
Jjf. ^^^^'^ S^^'^^" the accelerated course. ^ 

Admission to the "fast track" was less restrictive in District B. Students' 

placement depended primarily on teacher recommendation rather than test 
!!?!!!:. P^"'*'^"*^ °^ students in the sevsnth and eighth 

"! ""^o"^^ ^"ig^^'^-- i"less than high school education; 2-high 

^«dni^^"fS : ^7'"''" ^""'^"^ some college; 5:colle£ 

graduate; 6-Master's degree; 7-Professional degree (MD,LLD, etc ) or PhD 
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grades were in this accelerated track during 1988-89 but the numbers were 
substantially boosted to over 40 percent in a conscious policy change for 
1989-90. 

The intermediate group in both schools studied the "regular" math 
curriculum in which students do not begin pre-algebra until the eighth 
grade • In District A, the students placed in the bottom groups (about 10 
percent of the seventh graders) were in small remedial classes while in 
District B, the remedial group had been integrated with a "low average" 
group (36% of the cohort). The placement processes of the two schools also 
differed because in District A the students came to the junior hlfeh from 
self-contained sixth grade classrooms where ability groups were formed 
within the classroom. In District B where sixth graders were placed in a 
middle school, these students wer'3 grouped by ability between classrooms. 
Thus, the fifth grade teacher's recommendation for math placement was 
important for these students whereas in District A, it vas the sixth grade 
teacher's recommendation (along with test scores) that was more 
consequential . 

Social Class Background, Family Structure, and Ability Group Placement 

As expected, there was a high correlation between the parents' 
educational level and student placement in mathematics ability groups in the 
sixth and seventh grade. (See Garaoran and Mare, 1987, for a review of 
sociaX class influences on track placement.) The overall zero-order 
correlation between ability group placement and the Parent Educational Index 
was .63 (p< .001) (Table 1). Among children in the accelerated S'^oup, for 
example, 89 percent had fathers with an advanced degree compared with only 
11 percent of the students in the lowest math group. Indeed; more than half 
in this accelerated group (56 percent) came from homes \7here the father had 
a PhD, MD, LLD, or another professional degree (Table 2). 

Mothers' educational levels across groups varied similarly. For 
example, 69 percent of the mothers of accelerated students had advanced 
degrees while only 7 percent of the students in the bottom level had mothers 
with such educational credentials (Table 3) . Among the nine families in the 
sample where both parents had the highest possible education score (PhD or 
professional degree), all but one had a child in the accelerited curricultam. 

It should also be noted that students in the lowest level were 
significantly more likely than students in the other two levels to be living 
in a single parent family. M^^re than a third of these students, 37 percent, 
were living in such a home compared with only 14 percent of the 
accelerated students and four percent of those in the middle group. 
Significantly, students i the top group whose parents were divorced were 
much more likely than students in the other levels to see their fathers on a 
regular basis and get help from them on their math homework. 
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Table 1. Zero-Order Correlations Among Variable 



s 



Ability pI;;;;" 

pCcL.r,^ ^Tf T ^^""^ Involvement 

Placement Knowledge Integration Intervention Influence Index 

Parent 

Education .63* .50* .55* .36* .57* .58* 

Ability 

^f°"P -59* .57* .43* .53* 62* 

Placement • 

*significant at the .01 level 
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Table 2. Mathematics Ability Group of Students By Father's Education 



Mathematics Ability Group 

Father • s 

Education Accelerated Regular Remedial/Low Average 



High School or less 


5.6% 


24.0% 


48.1% 


(2) 


(6) 


(13) 


Some College/Post-Sec. 


2.8% 


16.0 


29.6 


Trade or Business 


(1) 


(4) 


(8) 


College Degree 


2.8 


16.0 


11.1 




(1) 


(4) 


(3) 


Master's Degree 


33.3 ■ 


28.0 


3.7 


(12) 


(7) 


(1) 


Ph. /Professional 


55.6 


16.0 


7.4 


Degree 


(20) 


(4) 


(2) 


Total 


36 


25 


27 - 88 



Tau-b Stat lstlc-0. 549, p<0 001 



Table 3. Mathematics Ability Group of Students by Mother's Education 



Mathematics Ability Group 

Mother's 

Education Accelerated Regular Remedial/Low Average 



High School or less 


1.0 


20.0 


40.7 




(5) 


(11) 


Some College/R.N./ 


19.5 


24.0 


37.0 


Post-Sec. Business 


(7) 


(6) 


(10) 


College Degree 


11.1 


16.0 


14.8 




(4) 


(4) 


(4) 


Master's Degree 


44.4 


32.0 


0.0 


(16) 


(8) 




PhD/Pr o f es s ional 


25.0 


O.O 


7.4 


Degree 


(9) 


(2) 


(2) 


Total 


36 


25 


27 - 



Tau-b statistic- 0.476, p<0.0001 
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Parental Knowledge about the Math Tracking System 

older children In MstriL A asked about the placement of their 

been made, m ^strict b I. f eighth grade course assignment had not yet 

to deternlne whether rt^i J^H *ls decision were also assessed In order 

*e ^iiii-.i.T?z^T^i at ::?tits5"".rMfSot'^ -t^™'= 
2 :nr:a%" TieJS'::„^t°r th'T"-^ So"ionioV;e,ttE'Sa : 
rdTo:^:r-s-.» S^^^ 

rn- :\:-re- - -S"ra:rr.-er 

Distric^ R f,w' ^^^r^" there was a bottom remedial group. In 

as thfjv^n^ ^r^^'^e^ °f »=heir childen's placement in math groups as well 
as the extent and accuracy of their understanding of the operation of%h! 
tracking system varied by social class. This finding paralleL that of 
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other researchers who have noted that upper middle class mothers know more 
about their children's educational performance in addition to school 
practices (Baker and Stevenson, 1986; Lareau, 1987, 1989). The correlation 
between parents' lev;l of knowledge and whe Parental Education Indsx was .50 
(p< .001) (Table 1). For example, 65 percent of the mothers with advanced 
degrees were highly knowledgeable about the facking system compared with 50 
percent of the mothers with a college degree only, 26 percent of thosa with 
some college or other post-secondary education, and 25 percent of those with 
a high school education or less (Table 4). 

Seventy percent of the parents of children in the lowest math group in 
the two districts did not know that their child was in that level or did not 
understand that this was the bottom math group. By contrast, only six 
percent of the mothers with children in the accelerated group failed to know 
accurately their children's course assignment (Table 5). The great majority 
of less-informed mothers of children in the lowest group (79 percent) were 
not college graduates; most wcire high school graduates oi had attended a 
business school after higji school. Many of these parents had no 
recollection of receiving the letter about course placement with the 
schematic diagram of the tracking system (District A) or of seeing the 
course selection sheet sent home (District B) . 

Comments from some of the parents of childen in the lowest level 
illustrate the issue: 



Boy, that one slipped by me. If I'd kncwn she was in the bottom 
group, I would have seen the teacher. 

I got a course selection sheet but it got lost. 

I learned about my son's math placement at the Open House this 
fall. I was under the impression he was in Regular math. The 
sixth grade teacher never told me he would be in Remedial math. 
There was no conference, no Letter ... I was shocked. 

We didn't know that she was in a remedial group. We were told 
it was the same math that other children were taking but it 
was just at a slower pace. 

I'm not sure what group my sen is in ... but I guess he is in 
the bottom group because he is getting such simple math. It 
doesn't seem like seventh grade math. I need to get up there 
[to the school] and check. 

I left the [special education] team meeting last year thinking 
my son would be placed in Regular math. They had recommended 
the remedial group and Z said "no" . . . Everyone there agreed 
on that [that he would be placed in Regular and monitored] ... 
I never filled out an override form ... So you see how little 
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Table 4. Percentage of Mothers Scoring Kigh on Parent Involvement Variables 
by Mother's Educational Level 



Parent 

Involvement 

Variables 



Mother's Educational Level 

Advanced College Some College High School 
Degree Degree R.N. /Business or Less 



Knowledge of Tracking 64.9% 50.0% 

Integration into 75.7 50.0 
School Afirairs/Networks 

Intervention Propensity 54.0 25.0 

Influence over Course 51.3 33.3 
Selection 



26.1% 
34.8 

43.5 
17.4 



25.0% 
12.5 

12.5 
12.5 



Note: Percentages in the four columns are based on, respectively, 
37 mothers, 12 mothers, 23 mothers, and 16 mothers. 



Table 5. Mother's Knowledge About Child's Mathematics Placement/Tracking 
System by Mathematics Ability Group Placement of Child 



Mother' s 
Knowledge 



Mathematics Ability Group of Child 
Accelerated Regular Remedial/Low Average 



High 



Medlvim 



Low 



69.4% 

(25) 



25.0 



5.6 



(9) 



(2) 



48.0% 

(12) 



28.0 



(7) 



24.0 



(6) 
25 



11.1% 
(3) 



18.5 



(5) 



70.4 



(19) 

27 - 88 



Total 36 
Tau-b statistic-0.522, p<0.001 
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I know, (Dxuring the interview the mother found out from her 
son tha» he was in the Remedial group . ) 

Parents who were not college graduates were especially tmclrjar about the 
long-term implications of the seventh grade math course placement for course 
choices at the secondary school level. Further, they often had to ask their 
older children during the interview what math course they were taking in 
high school* Mothers who had had no academic math courses or whose 
coursework included only Algebra I or Geometry had only a vague tinders tanding 
of the differences among math courses and ar.a ability groups at the high 
school level. This confusion began in the njia le grades just as the 
curriculum content of math classes became more sharply differentiated by 
level . 

Some of the these parents also paid more attention to a child's grade in 
a course than a child's math track placement, and thus assumed that a student 
who was getting a B in the bottom group was doing fine even when, in fact, 
that child might have been performing below grade level, (Lareau, 1989, 
found tile same phenomenon among parents of younger children. ) The regularly 
scheduled teacher conferences they had in elementary school settings, where 
such matters could be explained by the teacher, were not held at the middle 
and junior high schools included in this study. As we shall see, parents 
who were not college graduates were more likely than those who were college 
graduates to be isolated from formal and informal information networks that 
might have assisted them in clarifying the math curriculum choices. 

Integration into School Affairs and Informal Parental Networks 

Those parents who were most knowledgeable about the ability grouping 
system were also those who were most integrated into a web of school 
activities and/or informal information networks among parents • The 
correlation between a measure of parental integration into school affairs 
and informal networks with a measure of parents' level of knowledge about 
the math placement process was .69 (p< •001) (Table 1), In classifying 
families as "high," "medium," or "low" in such integration, the activities 
and connections of both mothers and fathers were considered. Those parents 
who were categorized as '^high" xn integration had at least several of the 
following characteristics: they had been active over a period of years in 
Parent -Teacher Association (PTA) affairs, had been a volunteer in their 
children's schools, attended parent-teacher conferences and other school 
events regularly, or were in frequent communication with other parents about 
school policies, teacher practices, and course selection. These 
conversations took place at children's sports events, at PTA meetings, on 
the telephone, in people *s homes, in the neighborhood, at the grocery store, 
at church or temple, at a recreation center, at book clubs or bridge groups, 
at "modiers night out" groups, while carpooling, and other locations. 

The data show quite conclusively that higher parental educational 
levels are correlated with greater involvement in school affairs and 
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integration into informal information networks. The correlation between 
S^^m^^S^^? of involvement with the Parental Education Index was .55 
(p<.001) (Table 1). About three-fourths (76 percent) of the mothers with an 
advanced degree were highly integrated into school affairs and infoLIl 
information networks compared with 50 percent of the college graduates 35 
percent of those with some college or post- secondary education and only 13 
percent of those with a high school diploma or less (Table 4) Other 
studies as well have demonstrated that parents with high levels of formal 
education are much more likely to be integrated into activities at th- 
school site (Lareau 1987, 1989; Stevenson and Baker, 1987; Dauber and 

'i f "^^^ ''^^'^ ^""^^ off-site sources of information about 

otW ; i^r^i' ^^u' "^^'^ ^^'^'^^'^e^ "ith those of 

other studies which show that upper-middle class college-educated Americans 

R:ir''?077 '° affiliate with voluntary associations (see 

Bowen 1977. for a review; Cans, 1988) and to have a larger network of 
friends (Bott, 1971; Fischer, 1982). 

While parental involvement at the school as a volunteer or PTA activist 
gave parents valuable insights about their children's educational 
experiences, some well-educated parents whose demanding work schedules 
precluded such activity managed to stay abreast of events by relying on 
information supplied by those who were directly involved at thp school m 
some cases, it was apparent that integration into these informal networks 
served as an adequate substitute for involvement in school affairs. Busy 
professional women often knew just whom to call to find out "what was zoinz 
on and what sorts of interventions for their children might be appropriate. 

The importance of contact with other parents and at school functions of 
various kinds in gaining information about the math group placement was 
commented on by many of the parents who were interviewed: 

I first learned about the math placement at a church supper. 

With my older children, I was on the phone all the time getting 
advice. If the issue was really serious, I'd call people and 
drop by and have coffee and have a concerned conversating. 

I heard at the girls softball game that all the kids at one 
elementary school took the math placement exam [for entrance 
into accelerated math] ... but only a few kids took it at 
our elementary school ... I didn' t care for that ... The kids 
talked about their scores ... That's when I called my friend 
who is a math teacher at the high school. 

A friend of mine was an officer at the high school PTA. She 
told me it was a big secret about how important it is for your 
child to be in a certain level in seventh grade math. 

I found out at the baseball game last night about the difference 
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betwsen AB and BC math courses ...[^o different levels of 
advanced mathematics courses in the 11th and 12th grades in 
this high school] 



[Conversations with other parents over the years] have been 
quite important ... I can give you numerous exam^jles such as 
learning what teachers to avoid, devv^loping strategies for 
dealing with the teachers and principal, leamirig how to 
work the system and choosing a junior high. I have relied 
on parents not teacher*? or administrators at schools, 
especially friends with older children. I am very plugged 
into a community of friends and neighbors but not into the 
school as an institution. 

Some of the parents who ere isolated from school affairs and 
information networks talked about the problems associated with that lack of 
involvement: 

I want to meet other parents so badly. I tried to sign up for 
a course in parenting at the high school but it was full ... I 
need to talk to others and not feel so isolated ... I don* t want 
to feel I am alone with problems ... I want to hear others who 
have the same problems. 

These math choices are so hidden sort of ... I didn* t realize 

parents could intervene ♦ , . My son [who is in the middle math 

group] needs competition and I'm afraid he's not getting it , . . 

If he doesn't see the competition, he is happy the way he is. 

If he is exposed to a faster pace, he could rise to the challenge ... 

But I don't have enough friends to talk about it, (foreign-bom 

mother) 

Most mothers reported that they were mucii more active in school affairs 
at the elementary school level than at the middle school or high school 
level, a conanon finding in other studies of parental involvement (Stevenson 
and Baker, 1987; Epstein and Dauber, 1988; Dauber and Epstein, 1989). Many 
made coimnents that they "had lived at the school" during their children's 
elementary years. Yet participation dropped off sharply when children 
entered middle school, in part because so many mothers increased their hours 
of paid employment or returned to school. Moreover, regular teacher 
conference tiiies were not scheduled at the middle and high schools in the 
two districts studied so that parents were far less likely to talk to their 
children's teachers than was the case in elementary school. 

Mothers' contact with other parents decreased as well, not just because 
they now worked longer hours but also because they were either "burned out" 
from volunteer work and evening meetings or because older children were 
allowed more freedom from adult supervision. These mothers had made an 
effort to know the parents of their small children's friends, but as 
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children got older, mothers were less likely to know the parents of their 
new friends in the middle grades. For example, mothers said they were less 
likely to go out of their way to introduce themselves as they dropped off an 
older child at a friend's house whereas when their children were smaller 
they t>lways walked their children inside and chatted with the mother. ' 

Thus, just as parents confront a sometimes bewildering set of 
educational choices as their children grow older, their commitment to school 
volunteer work and their ties with other parents are weakening. This 
decreasing access to important information sources can severely limit the-^r 
ability to manage their children's school careers effectively The 
phenomenon of decreasing involvement in school affairs was especially 
pronounced among mothers who did not have a college education Some of 
those who were very active at the elementary level, where they ^'elt 
comfortable in the building, were totally uninvolved at the middle school 
and junior high levels. The larger and more impersonal middle and junior 
high schools and high schools were more intimidating to all parents but 
especially to working class parents who thenselves may have had negative 
secondary school experiences. This isolation from school-based activities 
may help explain why lesser educated mothers were less likel- to know about 
the math tracking system. 

It is important to note that parents who were not college graduates 
often wanted to be more connected to other parents and to school activities 
but were prevented from doing so because of their inflexible work hours 
language barriers, or their own poor health. These problems, also 
identified by Smreker (1989), were much more common among those who did not 
have a college education. 

Parental Intervention in Children' s Education 

Better educated parents were not only more likelv to have greater 
knowledge about and involvement in the educational secting, they were 
also much more likely than other parents to intervene in direct w&ys to 
improve their children's experiences in schools. Parents' propensity to 
intervene was measured not only by their current attempts to affect school 
experiences, but their history of attempts over the years with all of their 
children. Parents were classified as "high," "medium," or "low" on this 
variable. Typical kinds of interventions included the following- 
requesting a certain teacher or avoidance of a particular teacher- 
requesting a placement in a certain "team," "cluster," or "house" 'at the 
middle school or secon<^ry level; calling meetings with teachers, 
principals, counsellors or higher school administrators to ask for a change 
in teacher behavior or to gain access to certain resources (such as special 
education services or placement in a special pull-out program) ; seeking an 
override or waiver of a teacher's recommendation for course placement- or 
removing a child from a classroom or school. ' 

Lareau (1989) refers to such interventions as an effort by parents to 
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"customize" their children's education. She, along with Karp (1966), 
points out that college-educated parents are far more likely to see 
themselves as partners with the school in shaping the schooling process 
compared to working class parents who believe that academic decision-making 
was primarily the responsibility of school personnel. In this study, the 
correlation between a measure of parent's propensity to inteirvene on behalf 
of their children and the Parental Education Index was .36 (p< .001) (Table 
1). The differences among social class groups were substantial. For 
example, just over half of the mothers (54 percent) with advanced degrees 
were ranked "high" on this intervention scale compared with 25 percent with 
a college desree and 31 percent of those without a college degree (Table 4). 
Children in the lowest math group in both schools studied rarely had parents 
with a history of intervening in schools on their behalf. 

Mothers with successful intervention strategies in middle school 
mathematics placement tended to have advanced degrees. Consider the 
experiences of several of these mothers who were able to override the 
placement recommendation of the teacher or curriculum coordinator: 

The sixth grade teacher didn*t see our son as highly motivated and 
he didn't do quite well enough on the standardized test [to be 
recommended for Accelerated math] . But we saw that the lack of 
peer group support and poor teaching accounted for his low motivation 
and we thougjit he should try [the Accelerated class for seventh 
grade] — He is competitive • . • We asked the principal her opinion 
and she said, 'If he wants to be challenged, then override.'" 

The sixth grade teacher really didn.'t know who owe son was and 
said he was borderline [between Accelerated and Regular math] . 
But his standardized test scores were very high. The teacher 
tried to talk me out of placing him in Accelerated but I was 
insistent ... It is pretty hard to move up if you don't start 
higji. You can always move down ... I've been advised by mothers of 
older children that you have to watch where they're placed. 

Towards the end of fifth grade we realized our son was not in the 
top math group but we felt he could handle it. We talked to the 
teacher and he put our son in the top group and he did well. 
Because he was put in so late, the teacher told us he wasn't sure 
the Middle School would get the information [to place him in the 
top group there] and told us to follow up with a" letter to the 
Middle School. I did that ... Something funny happened with our 
other son in the sixth grade. We assuuned he was in the top group 
because he was in the top group in fifth grade. No one told us 
and we found out [that he was not in the top group] by things he 
said. When we talked to the teacher about it early in the year, 
they switched him to the top group. They listened to us and responded 
... If you are aware of what's going on. 
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(Our daughter's sixth grade teacher] said overrides never made 
it in his experience. But that is not true. I talked on 
the phone with the town's curriculum coordinator to see what extra 
materials she needed to catch up and my husband went to see the 
math teacher ... The system is too therapeutic, too pampering .. 
Parents are afraid of being accused of being pushy buT^I came 
to this town for a pushy system. ~ 

Our daughter tested as average on the national standardized test 
in math but school administrators wanted to put her in the Remedial 
class. The teacher and special education specialist had insight 
into her true abilities [and recommended placement in Regular math] 
Our daughter wanted Regular and felt the Remedial class would be 
a stigma. 

Parents with less formal schooling, especially those who have not gone 
to college, were far more trusting of the teachers and counsellors to assign 
their children to appropriate abi_ity levels in math and other courses, a 
finding Identical to that or Karp (1966). The comments of some of these 
parents, all of whose children were in the bottom math group, illustrate 
this perspective on placement: 

School personnel did it. all [in deciding math placement]. I left 
it «p to them and what they thought was best ... I have no idea 
[whit math courses he will take in junior high and high school] 
I basically leave it up to the teachers. They know him and know what 
he needs and doesn't need. So far I've had no problems. 

[My daughter's math placement] was most influenced by the school's 
teachers and counsellors . Whatever they agreed on . . . They must 
know. They have her more than I do. 

I choose [courses] very little. I rely heavily on the school's 
recommedation. Ky job as a parent is to pick the best 
public school I can- find and move to that neighborhood. That 
was nor strategy ... to take advantage of what they offer. 

They're the professionals and I don't take over in that area. 
I've never felt misplacing has taken place. She is comfortable 
and is where she belongs . 

One foreign-born mother who was a scientist did not realize it was 
culturally icctiptable to ask a teacher for a change in her child's math 
level: "In cy v.ountry, teachers decide everything. Here, I feel it is 
disgraceful to talk to the teacher to ask to put my child in an advanced 
class . " 
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Parental Influence Over Children's Math Course Choices 



Parents were also asked how much influence they had over their children 
on the issue of assignment to a seventh grade math course and how much 
influence they were likely to have on the nximber and type of mathematics 
courses their children would take (or are already taking) in high school. 
The issue of parental influence is crucial in public school systems since 
their wide array of curricular choices allows students to elect easy non- 
demanding courses. In effect, students can "negotiate their oxm 
accomplishment, or, in many cases, their own educational demise" (Sedlak et 
al. . 1986, p. 159). Parental push to select more difficult mathematics 
courses is especially important since students are often scared off by 
course descriptions and reputations. It takes a self-confident parent to 
encourage a reluctant child to enroll in a difficult mathematics course. 
Further, because high schools often require only two years of mathematics 
for graduation, it is easy for students to stop taking math altogether 
unless their parents (or others) urge them to continue. 

Because parents with a college degree are more likely to have taken 
advanced math courses themselves and because they understand the importance 
of mathematics in educational and career opporttinities, they are much more 
likely than lesser educated parents to push their children in the direction 
of more rigorous math courses. The correlation between the Parental 
Education Index and a measure of parental influence over math course choice 
(where parents were categorized as "high,^ "medium," or "low") was .57 
(p<. 001) (Table 1). About half (51 percent) of the mothers with advanced 
degrees were classified as "high" in influence compared with 33 percent of 
those with a four year college degree, and only 15 percent of those without 
a college degree (Table 4) . None of the mothers with a PhD or professional 
degree scored "low" on this variable. 

The following comments were typical of those college-educated parents 
(most with graduate degrees) who believed parents should play a major role 
in the math course choice: 

My son . . . who was one of the top math students in his class ... at 
first had some concern [about being placed in Accelerated math] 
because the school said it was very selective . . . and that scared 
my son so he considered it for a week. I called the sixth grade 
teacher . . . and said to her 'Can you help me with this?' . . . 
Academically there was no question ... If he had refused Accelerated, 
I would have said he should do it and would have made a deal 
with him to try it one month ... I felt it was a psychological issue. 

My son [who was recommended for seventh grade Accelerated] felt 
Accelerated would be too much work and way too hard. I had to 
convince him and tell him a C was okay in ad'^anced math. I felt 
I could always pull him out ... When he first started [in Accelerated], 
he cried six times over math homework and wanted to drop out. I 
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said he could but felt he had to give it more time ... But he got an 
A- in the class and now realizes he is getting it. 

tLlll^. " ""I'T ""^^^ ^^2^' decisions, he can choose his 

^ 'in I t ^^^v ^^'^^ ""^^^ of decisions-. 

They should have input but not be the final arbiter. 

My daughter was in the top group this year but at midyear she 
got a B and was recommended for the middle group for seventh 
grade. I knew that some of the problem was her attitude I 

Zl nn?vT"?'^ •I'"' g°°d at math 

and only in English' --she is better in English but she 

is ^.iso capable at math. So we put limits on her and her grade 

went to an A and she has been recommended to stay in the top group. 

Her father feels strongly about her math background. He spends 
a lot of time with her [on math homework] ... He is a scientist 
and has strong opinions and he knows what he is talking about. 

These attitudes contrasted with the less authoritative approach of 

n,"f'''°"'/ r''"^" "''^^ ^^^^^ ^'^''^ themselves should 

17 tTJ°'' ^" ''"""^ All but one of the following parents 

had children in the bottom math group: o^iowing parents 

We're so new at this, having choices. So far we've trusted our 
son to choose what he wants. 

It is up to my son ... It depends on how he likes math ... He 
could drop math as long as he understood the consequences. 

Because of his learning disability, the group [of teachers and 
counsellors] at the school are really up on knowing about his 
disability and I trust them ... Realistically, he'll have a lot 
to say about what he'll do. I went to that high school and 
it is easy to switch courses. 

I don't know anything about math. I am leaving it up to the 
can decide"'^ counsellors .... and it is up to my daughter. She 

My son should have it [math] all four years of high school 
because he needs it [but] he's pretty good at making up his 
own mind ... Now he knows he needs it but I couldn't make 
him take it. 

Children were more likely to be placed in a higher math 1-vel if their 
parents believed it is better to be challenged-even if that meint getting a 
C and experiencing some frustration- than being bored in a course that waf 
too easy. College-educated parents were more likely to take this view 
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although there were still a considerable number in their ranks who were 
worried about the stress children might experience in a demanding course. 
These parents took the view that a child's happiness (which presumably in 
their minds was asi^ociated with taking a less rigorous class) was more 
important than being placed in a tougher course. In some instances, 
children's placement in a non- accelerated math course appeared to be the 
result of their parents' "low stress" philosophy rather than their actual 
^achievement level in math. \ 

Sunmiary; Parental Involvement in Education. Social Class , and Math 
Placement 

In summary, the finding that parental levels of education was strongly 
correlated with their children's placement in math levels can be explained 
in part by the degree of parental involvement in their children's education. 
The overall correlation between the Parental Education Index and the 
Parental Involvement in Education scale (a scale that measured all four 
types of parental involvement) was .57 (p< .001) (Table 1). It is evident 
here that parents with baccalaureate and graduate degrees pass on 
educational advantages to their children in many direct and indirect ways. 
They do this by having a much greater awareness of the implications of 
academic choices made in schools, by being more integrated Into sch^ .1 
affairs and parent information networks, by having a much greater propensity 
to intervene in educational decisions being made for their children in 
school, and by their greater likel thood of exerting influence with their 
children over course choice. Indeed, once the overall Index of Parental 
Involvement is taken into account, the correlation between parental 
education level and math course placement dropped from ,63 to .41 (p<.001), 
a substantial reduction. While parental social class has a direct effect on 
course placement, then, it also operates indi^rectly by boosting parents' 
propensity to be involved in their children's schooling e::perience which in 
turn affects placement decisions. In other words, the impact of social 
class on course assignment is partially mediated by parental involvement. 

CONCLUSION 

The results of this study confirmed the hypothesis that highly educat3d 
parents were much more likely than less -educated parents to have the 
resources or "cultural capital" needed to successfully manage their 
children's academic transition to middle oi. junior high school. Parents 
with baccalaureate and graduate degrees succeeded much m^re often than non- 
college graduates in having their children placed in academically 
challenging mathematics ability groups, putting them on a track of 
sequential courses that would lead to bettor preparation through the high 
school (and college) years. Placement iu these groups was not necessarily 
based on some objective, highly accurate assessment of student "ability" by 
school professionals. Instead, placement often depended on parents' 
willingness to take steps to insure that their children had the opportunity 
to learn more advanced material even wher school personnel racommended 
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against it or their children resisted it. In a number of cases studied 
here, it was parents' lack of involvement, social isolation, reluctance to 
intervene and influence their children's program in a more demanding 
CJSf"''""! ^^S^^y associated with social class- -rather than the 

child s academic ability that accounted for a child's placement in a lower 
matn level « 

As we have seen from the iiiterview data, highly educated parents had a 
number of advantages as they guided their children through the complex 

nSS'^^ioLrr °! "^^'^^^ ^"'^ secondary grades. Just as Lareau 

Ciy8/, 1989) found with parents of younger students, these parents were much 
more integrated into school affairs and activities as well as informal 
parental information networks so that their fund of knowledge about how the 
tracking system worked was much more extensive than that of other parents 
Moreover, once armed with this knowledge, they were much more inclined than 
less-educated parents to intervene in direct and indirect ways to keep their 
children out of remedial (or bottom level) courses or to insure their 
placement in an accelerated class. They also had a greater propensity to 
talk their children into trying a more advanced level of mathemetf-cs. It is 
this utilization of a complex set of interpersonal and social skills 
acquired by the college-educated that helps explain how they boost their 
children's aoility group or course assignment. Ultimately, as recent 
research has shown, this placement plays a crucial role in determining their 
children s level of academic achievement (Oakes, 1985; Gamoran 1987- 
Vanfossen, Jones, and Spade, 1987). ' 

This intervention into the placement process, both with school 
of f icials and with the children themselves, is one of the mechanisms by 
which social class advantage is transmitted from one generation to the next. 
In this instance, the intervention and influence occurred around the 
question of placement into a sequence of mathematics courses which begins in 
the seventh grade and continues through high school. This is only one in a 
whole series of critical decision points that occur throughout a child's 
educational career in the U.S. It is the accumulation of parents' influence 
across an at;ray of these decision points that helps determine their 

^Jif ^?ooQN""f ^ ^" ""^^ ^y^''^'"- ^"'^ Stevenson (1986) and Lareau 

Uyn/, lyey) point out, the passing on of educational advantages from 
parents to children does not occur automatically but instead depends on the 
active involvement of parents in the educational process over many years. 

The actions of well-educated parents in boosting their children's 
placement in the tracking system help illustrate the view that ability is to 
loo^N^''^^"^ "socially constructed" (Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963; Rosenbaum, 
1986). Since ability grouping and coursetaking influence students' 
opportunity to learn certain material and hence affect their achievement, 
then it follows that parents' success in boosting children's placement 
influences academic achievement. Children become labeled as "bright" based 
in part on high test scores or grades but also because of the fact of having 
been placed in a higher level course or group. In the case of mathematics 
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those placed in an accelerated group in the seventh grade have the opportunity 
to take calculus in the 12th grade, a subject which "signals" to counsellors 
and college admissions officers that the student is on the "fast track" 
(Useem, 1990). As one mathematics educator put it, "A calculus course on 
the transcript is the sign of an educated person" (Tucker, 1987, p. 15). 
Such "sigraling," as Rosenbauin (1986) suggests, is crucial as students try 
to move ahead in tournament -like fashion in competitive educational 
environments . 

Tet researchers of tracking have treated the variable of "ability" 
as though it were independent of social class, and have concluded that track 
placement depends more on ability than it does on parental socioeconomic 
status (Heyns, 1974; Rehberg and Rosenthal, 1978; Alexander and Cook, 1982). 
But as Vanfossen, Jones, and Spade (1987) have noted, ability is a variable 
that is strongly influenced by parents' social class and should therefore be 
seen as a contaminated measure. This study, which examined parental 
interventions at the time placement decisions were actually happening, 
supports this critique by showing how closely course assignment decisions 
are bound up with parental social class. Researchers should therefore be 
more suspicious of studies which conclude that once ability is held 
constant, the relationship between social class and tracking/coursetaking 
becomes less significant. 

From a social policy standpoint, educators should once again question 
the practice in U.S. public schools of offering so many choices of ability 
groups and courses in the middle and secondary grades. The research 
evidence is fairly clear that this practice has the effect of magnifying 
social class differences in achievement (Rosenbaum, 1976, 1980; Cusick, 
1983; Powell, Farrar, and Cohen, 1983; Sedlak et al. . 1986). Public 
schools, unlike private and parochial schools, are officially neutral about 
what courses and levels children should be placed in, leaving parents 
somewhat in the dark about what might be truly best for their children 
(Powell, Farrar, and Cohen, 1983). Moreover, the configuration and 
consequences of tracking are only partially or never explained to students 
and parents (Rosenbaum, 1976, 1986; Oakes, 1985) so that only the most 
savvy, well integrated parents figure it out. Indeed, in this study, it was 
the parents with graduate degrees who were most adept at discerning the 
meaning of course placement. Even when schools are relatively open about 
describing ability group choices, parents who are less educated often remain 
ill-informed about the placement process. Public schools would do well to 
reduce the complexity and differentiation of the curriculum and to provide 
more authoritative guidance on the meaning of choices, as is the case in 
private and parochial schools, if they are serious about reducing social 
inequities in academic achievement. 
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